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Advocacy is integral to the work of many TESOL specialists. For several decades, ACTA and the 
state TESOL associations, along with other professional associations, and individual teachers, 
researchers and administrators have all engaged with conversations about EAL/D education in public 
forums. These advocates have drawn attention to implications of policy developments for EAL/D 
students; they have proffered alternative forms of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment to better 
account for the particularity of EAL/D learning pathways; they have argued the necessity of specialist 
EAL/D teaching. In response to the Australian Language and Literacy Policy of the early 1990s, for 
example, there was “a frenzy of writing responses… a conference… and attempts to publicise what 
was going on through the press and television” (Moore, 1995, p. 6). It is in this spirit that this double 
issue of TESOL in Context has been compiled. 
The issue has two sections. The first presents substantial excerpts from four submissions to 
the 2013 Senate Inquiry, The effectiveness of the National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy. The second section presents the keynote address delivered by Tove Skutnabb-Kangas at 
the ACTA International Conference 2012, TESOL as a Global Trade – Ethics, Equity and Ecology. 
Each section raises questions about a key area of EAL/D advocacy in the school sector in Australia at 
present: high stakes literacy testing and bilingual education for speakers of indigenous and minority 
languages. 
 
Section 1: Submissions to the 2013 Senate Inquiry on NAPLAN 
High stakes testing is a recent manifestation of a policy shift that has been addressed in TESOL in 
Context for two decades: the subordination of all other aspects of ‘language’ to ‘literacy’ within a 
neo-liberal ideological frame (e.g., Cross, 2012; Jackson, 2002; Lo Bianco, 1994, 2002; Moore, 
1995). Broad definitions of literacy as social practice are amenable to the insights of EAL/D 
professionals (Lo Bianco, 1994, 2002) and recognise the literate capabilities of youth who are often 
construed in deficit terms (e.g., Kral, 2009). Yet, as it has become a measure of national economic 
competitiveness, literacy has been defined narrowly as basic print literacy skills. Moreover, a 
“monolingual, mother-tongue orientation” to literacy has resulted in “a muddying of the specialist 
needs of those learning the same skills in English as a second or additional language” (Cross, 2012, p. 
4). Hence, the early 1990s saw funding broadbanded, performance benchmarked to native speaker 
learning pathways, and pluralism downplayed. In 2013 we continue to grapple with similar 
ideological forces in the shape of the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) and the My School website. Senate Inquiries into NAPLAN have been conducted in 2010 
and 2013, in part in response to conflicting claims of stakeholders, including educational experts, peak 
bodies and Government, about NAPLAN. 
Our interest here is in the thought-provoking work undertaken in submissions to the 2013 
Inquiry by both ACTA as an organisation and individual EAL/D teachers and researchers. We have 
selected excerpts from four Senate Submissions (by ACTA, Pauline Harris and team, Denise Angelo 
and Leonard Freeman) that we believe will be of particular relevance and interest to TESOL in 
Context readers. In order to access these submissions in their entirety and to view other submissions, 
we direct readers to the submission website (Parliament of Australia, 2013). 
The four Senate Submissions we have selected for this issue of TESOL in Context are 
concerned with the washback of NAPLAN, an externally mandated test, on teaching and learning 
leading up to the test and far-reaching flow-through impacts on the education system. In response to 
the Terms of Reference of the most recent Inquiry (Parliament of Australia, 2013), consequences, 
both intended and unintended, are explored and three of the submission papers present 
recommendations for enhancing the quality of NAPLAN and understanding aspects essential to a 
more nuanced and meaningful interpretation of performance on this test. These papers question the 
validity of NAPLAN and together form a sustained argument for the urgent need to reconsider aspects 
of the test and the ways in which results are reported and interpreted. The fourth paper suggests 
looking elsewhere for literacy assessments that more accurately reflect the English language 
proficiency level and cultural context of Indigenous learners in remote areas. 
Focusing on EAL/D students, the ACTA submission argues that NAPLAN is not only failing 
to achieve its stated objectives, but also reducing the quality of educational experience. The 
submission begins by establishing the distinctiveness of EAL/D students as learners of Standard 
Australian English and highlighting the heterogeneity of these students. The case is then made that 
NAPLAN is failing to measure the literacy and numeracy outcomes of EAL/D students because it 
does not disaggregate their performance from that of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
and students of non-English speaking backgrounds or language backgrounds other than English. 
Furthermore, it shows how test items are underpinned by linguistic and contextual assumptions that 
render the assessment neither valid nor reliable for EAL/D students at even the highest level of 
proficiency. The submission then discusses ways in which NAPLAN is reducing the quality of 
education for EAL/D learners. The high stakes of the assessment program, and attendant distortions of 
curriculum and pedagogy, are invoked to explain these effects. These lines of argument are common 
in critique of NAPLAN; the contribution of the ACTA submission to the national conversation rests 
on its nuanced discussion of implications of NAPLAN for diverse groups of EAL/D learners. The 
submission suggests ways of redressing the problems it identifies, drawing particular attention to the 
potential of the ACARA EAL/D Learning Progression, a tool informed by ACTA and other language 
education experts. It concludes by raising questions in urgent need of research if national assessment 
is to measure the literacy learning of EAL/D students. 
There is much in the submission by Pauline Harris and colleagues that resonates with the 
ACTA submission: disaggregation of EAL/D students' performance, redress of constraints on EAL/D 
students' capacity to display their capability, and options for enhanced and alternative assessment are 
all recommended as means to better measurement of EAL/D students' literacy. This submission makes 
a further contribution to the conversation around NAPLAN through its discussion of 'disconnections'. 
One of the disconnections it highlights is that which is found between NAPLAN, with its emphasis on 
basic literacy skills, and the Australian curriculum, with its richer English and mathematics content. 
Harris and colleagues point to the "limited and limiting view" of the curriculum enshrined in 
NAPLAN, recommending that the assessment be modified to reflect more complex understandings of 
literacy and numeracy and to align better with the curriculum. The second disconnection mentioned in 
this submission is that which is found between teachers and NAPLAN. Several points of critique 
often heard in discussions of NAPLAN are usefully understood in these terms, including the limited 
utility of the data for diagnostic purposes, and the absence of teacher judgement in the assessment of 
students' performance. Throughout the submission there are practical suggestions for redressing these 
and other weaknesses. The submission makes a strong point about the necessity for greater teacher 
involvement in the construction of national assessments if accountability is to be attained: "NAPLAN 
providers need to show how they are held accountable to schools, teachers and students in how they 
design the tests and interpret and publish the results". There is much that is cause for reflection in this 
argument. 
The impact of NAPLAN on the teaching and learning of Indigenous students for whom 
English is an additional language, dialect or foreign language is the focus of the submission from 
Denise Angelo. This submission argues that there is a “profound and problematic silence” around the 
role of English language proficiency in performance on the test, leading to problems in interpreting 
results in a meaningful way. In essence, Angelo questions the validity of NAPLAN for this group of 
learners in its present state. She also examines the washback effect of NAPLAN on the teaching and 
learning of writing, reading, spelling and grammar. Her submission focusses on each of these areas in 
detail, adding to the concerns raised by ACTA and Harris and colleagues regarding the potential 
narrowing of the curriculum, the role of test-wiseness in performance and the (mis)use of valuable 
classroom time spent on preparing for the test. It also echoes concerns in the other submissions about 
the usefulness of the LBOTE category, and argues for greater transparency around the purpose of 
NAPLAN and the interpretation and use of NAPLAN results by stakeholders. The submission 
contains 15 well-supported recommendations for the developers and users of NAPLAN. These 
include the de-emphasising of spelling and grammar results, with a greater focus on meaningful 
writing and reading tasks that should be supported through activities on the NAPLAN website; the use 
of a pre-announced topic around which the reading and writing sections would be based, and a review 
of the ways in which stakeholders understand and use NAPLAN results. 
The impact of NAPLAN on Indigenous learners is also the focus of Leonard Freeman’s 
submission, with an emphasis on the needs of learners in remote Indigenous schools. Freeman 
questions the appropriateness and fairness of NAPLAN for these learners, giving an example of a test 
item that assumes certain knowledge, and thus is culturally biased towards students from western 
cultures and urban settings. Freeman recommends that instead of NAPLAN, authorities consider 
using the Longitudinal Literacy and Numeracy Study for Indigenous Students (LLANS) developed by 
ACER. 
 
Section 2: Skutnabb-Kangas keynote from the 2012 ACTA Conference 
The fate of bilingual education in Australia is another issue that has been addressed in TESOL in 
Context. The phasing out of funding for Bilingual Education programs in the Northern Territory in 
1998, which generated “unprecedented debate about… bilingual education in particular” (McMahon 
& Murray, 2000, p. 37) was discussed in the journal, as were examples of bilingual and bicultural 
programs for Aboriginal students at Yirrkala school (Marika, 2000). More recently, Volume 16 No. 2 
featured a discussion of the marginalisation of bilingual adult education in Australia (Ellis, 2007) and 
examples of bilingual programs in Thailand and Sydney. Against the backdrop of the literacy debates 
with their resolutely monolingual focus, TESOL in Context readers have been challenged to think 
about the teaching of English from bilingual perspectives (Cross, 2012). The keynote by Skutnabb-
Kangas that comprises the second part of this issue further develops this challenge. 
In her address Skutnabb-Kangas establishes arguments for maintenance of linguistic diversity, 
linking this form of diversity with the imperative to maintain biodiversity. She critiques subtractive 
English language education as a “crime against humanity” and presents several instructive examples 
of successful bilingual education for students who speak Indigenous, tribal, minority and minoritised 
(ITM) languages. Furthermore, Skutnabb-Kangas poses “hard questions” for language researchers, 
asking whether it is the dominance of English or the human rights of ITM speakers that is legitimised 
by our work. She challenges both ‘commonsense’ and theoretical assumptions about cultural tradition 
and linguistic identity that enable researchers, bureaucrats and teachers to discriminate against 
maintenance of ITM languages – often with the best of intentions. There is much to provoke reflection 
and discussion in this keynote. 
 
In conclusion, in re-reading TESOL in Context articles while preparing this issue, we have been struck 
by both the critique of a difficult period for specialist EAL/D and bilingual education and the hope 
inherent in suggestions for change. Critique and hope infuse all the submissions and the keynote 
published here. The arguments and practical recommendations are resources for ongoing advocacy for 
EAL/D and bilingual learners. 
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